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I did not know what answer to make. Each time that the
drawing-room across the hall opened, the silence was shattered
by the clucking of hens, which, when it was shut again, dropped
to a continuous murmur (because the ladies were all talking at
the same time, making simultaneous and identical complaints
about their servants). Without looking up, Florence asked
whether I had been back to my old school. I told her that I
had been too completely wrapped up in the delights of my
first year as a law-student, for the idea of such a pilgrimage to
appeal to me. She said that I was ill requiting the many kind-
nesses shown me by the Superior. She spoke with calculated
indifference, but that did not keep me from realizing what lay
behind her introduction of the subject. She had crumpled the
anonymous letter in her right hand. I flattered myself that I
could see the way her mind was working, and knew whither
the conversation was tending. Far from helping her, I played
the dunce, and she soon gave up beating about the bush. With-
out actually mentioning Augustin's name, she said, in a few
hurried words, that only the Superior could tell me the end of
the story to which we had listened one wild day of the preceding
summer, at an inn beside the sea.
*It won't be the same thing, of course, as hearing it from him
... all the same .. /
Since she left the sentence unfinished, I thought it as well to
express her thoughts aloud:
'At least, we shall learn whether he is alive or dead.'
That, she said, did not much matter, and I saw her smile
sadly at my astonishment. To be sure, I did believe that she
had conceived a belated passion for the fugitive, but, if that
were so, why should she be so little interested to know whether
he was still living ? Nevertheless, this indifference on her part
would not, alone, have been sufficient to make me realize my